THE   IMMORTAL,   REAR-GUARD
the Grand Army hustling for its very life, was now
hopeless. Had not he (the Russian), a sufficient sense
of Ney's reputation to keep within honourable necessity?
Finally a brief truce was arranged, "while Ney sent an
officer to verify their reported situation.
At that moment, however, one of the Russian batteries
opened fire. The reason 'was unknown but Ney, still
smarting from the call to surrender, availed himself of a
formal military interpretation. cYou are a prisoner, sir/
he told the envoy. 'Your people have fired upon us
while you are in our lines, which forfeits the protection
of your white flag/ It was no use the officer protesting.
His sword 'was taken, and for nearly a month one perfect
uniform and a sleek mount figured in the fortunes of the
tattered rear-guard.
Ney hastily summed up his chances. Eighty thousand
Russians and 200 guns on one side: the fog and a handful
of more or less fugitives on the other. Could he incite
confusion, and a break-through? The mere thought
was madness, but so was the memory of that rash suc-
cessful 'pouring of wine' at Jena. The Grand Army
could never exceed its own reckless capacity. Besides,
that invitation to surrender I From a boor of a Russian
general to Michel Ney, who had once jogged in the
Revolutionary saddle, and was now of the Empire!
Not all his ragged followers stood out in the gradual
darkness; but now, such as they were, he led them
forward.
For more than twenty minutes they endured dis-
charges of grapeshot, forty in all, and at close quarters
a frontal bayonet charge, and sabring on either flank.
That the 'wreckage even held was due to Ney's sheer
desperation of effort. Then the fog closed, sheltering
that awful sublimity, and the hunting passed to the
Cossacks.
Somewhere on the plain the survivors gathered. Two
weak parties now, 'with one man left to parade the
badge of the 4th Regiment. Hitherto the Retreat as an